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Mr. Deputy Director-General, Ambassadors, Directors-General  and other distinguished participants, as Chairman of the Committee on Customs Valuation, I have been involved in the evolution and fruition of this seminar, and am therefore pleased to welcome you to what I expect will be a constructive two-day process.  I use the word process intentionally because I believe that the aim of this seminar is to have an inter-active exchange among all participants on the effectiveness and efficiency of past technical assistance and capacity-building efforts, as well as to develop a framework to guide such activities in the future.  My expectation is that from this exchange, we will all be able to derive some lessons learned from past activities, as well as further our understanding of Members' needs in this area in order to shape future technical assistance and capacity-building activities.  


This seminar emanates from the adoption by the Committee on Customs Valuation, in July 2001, of a Work Programme on Technical Assistance for Capacity Building as Regards the Implementation and Administration of the WTO Agreement on Customs Valuation.  Several principles underlie this work programme.  Among them are that 

· the Committee should seek to build on past achievements with a view to improve the delivery of technical assistance  in order to enhance developing countries capacity to implement and administer the WTO Agreement on Customs Valuation;  

· the promotion of coordination and cooperation between donors, which implies a full exchange of information on activities of technical assistance provided in the field of customs valuation;  and 
· technical assistance related to customs valuation must remain demand-driven, and, on the other hand, that the grant and delivery of such assistance remains under the responsibility of the various providers and donors – developed country Members, WTO Secretariat, other international organisations, and regional organisations.

The Work Programme also called for the organization of this seminar to bring together the relevant organizations and bodies working this area. 


Indeed, this Work Programme was an effort to reinvigorate the Committee's work on technical assistance which dates back to 1998.  At that time, the Committee realized that the five-year delay period which most developing countries which had invoked upon accession to the WTO in 1995 was half-way over and that the deadline for implementation was fast approaching.  At that time, the Chairman of the Committee sent a letter to developing countries inviting them to inform the Committee of their technical assistance needs and priorities.  Twelve developing countries informed the Committee of their needs.  However, the follow-up by donors appears to have been weak and some developing countries voiced disappointment with the responses from donors in the Committee.  The WTO Secretariat, on its part, organized a programme whereby it sent a customs expert to requesting Members who spent a week providing assistance on a variety of issues to help  meet the implementation deadline.  These experts provided assistance in drafting legislation, training, preparing an implementation plan of action, as well in assessing needs and increasing awareness of the obligations and special and differential treatment provisions designed to ease implementation.  Fifty such missions were carried out over the period 1998 to 2000.  


From 2000, technical assistance activities were overtaken by the Committee's work related to requests for extensions of delay periods.  In total, 21 extensions were granted to 18 developing country Members and, at present, 3 requests are still under negotiation of the terms and conditions.  These extensions have all expired at this time.  Therefore, according to the obligations under the Agreement all developing countries should now be applying the Agreement on Customs Valuation.  In reality, however, while most countries are making efforts to meet their obligations, it is clear that implementation comes with difficulties and is not an easy task.  Extensive training is needed as is a modern, tight customs administration which can enforce the national legislation and deal effectively with customs fraud.  Efforts are needed on a variety of fronts to bring such conditions about and one of the most important efforts relates to the technical assistance and capacity-building activities of donors and providers.  


With these introductory remarks, I would like to open this seminar by Mr. Luc de Wulf, Lead Economist of the World Bank to come to the podium to moderate our first panel on the Challenges to Implementing the Agreement on Customs Valuation. 

I thank you for your attention and wish you much success over these next two days.

